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“From reception to participation : the transformation of public 
controversies about science and technology” 

 
 
My presentation will discuss the different ways to address conflicts and public 
controversies in the field of science and technology, especially in the area of health and 
environmental risks. My hypothesis is that there is today a tension between two models 
I’ll try to briefly describe and illustrate these two models with examples from my work. 
The first is the “traditional model” based on the idea that conflicts on these issues come 
from a problem of social reception of science, which must therefore be improved. The 
second model emerges in response to this idea. Rather than perception, it emphasizes 
the idea of participation, recognizes that laypeople may play an important role in the 
production of knowledge, and that in situations of uncertainties the approach of decision 
has to be reinvented.  
 
First, I shall describe what I’ve called the traditional way to deal with public conflicts 
about science and technology issues. This traditional model is based on some central 
ideas : for example, the distinction between “real risk” – i. e. measured by science – and 
“perception of risk”, which is biased by folk beliefs, emotion, and a lack of knowledge. 
Consequently, dealing with conflicts means mainly disseminating information and 
explaining the decision legitimated by scientific experts.  
 
Second, I’ll show how this model has been challenged by two important transformations : 

- On one hand, the increasing difficulty to transform some uncertainties into 
 calculate risks, especially about long term environmental and health issues, and 
then the inability of science and expertise to close controversies. 
- On the other hand, a more important public engagement of “concerned groups” 
by a particular risk on scientific issues and the capacity of these lay people to 
produce knowledge or alternative problematization.   

 
Because of these two evolutions, it is more and more difficult to reduce conflicts to a 
problem of perception biais and a lack of information: how can we talk about risk 
perception when there is no more “real risk” but only uncertainties ?  
 
In a third part, I’ll return to the idea of a tension between these two models which 
results in two opposing attitudes:  

- The first seeks to return to the traditional model, so as to “ameliorate” and 
reinforce it : it means to “purify” expertise and to protect scientists from public 
controversies.  



- On the contrary, the second one seeks to open expertise to lay people and 
promote their participation to the research process itself. This second approach is also 
accompanied by a reflection on the decision in scientific uncertainty, on precaution and 
“reversible” decision, and more generally on the notion of “technical democracy”.  
 


